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WILUAM ARMSTRONG. 



Contributed by W. T. Norton. 

It is meet and seemly that some permanent record be 
placed in the archives of the Stale Historical Society of 
citizens of Illinois who have been identified with its early 
history and been prominent in the upbuilding of the com- 
monwealth, that those who come after them nmy know 
to whom they are indebted for the benefits they now en- 
joy. We are all debtors to the honored and useful lives 
of those who have gone before us and prepared the way 
for coming generations. One of these pioneers of pro- 
gress was the late William Armstrong, of Alton, who 
passed away on the 2nd day of March, 1902, leaving be- 
hind him the fragrant memory of a life of good deeds and 
righteous living. 

William Armstrong was the son of Mr. and Mrs. 
George Armstrong, who were among the earliest settlers 
of Alton. His father was of English birth and his mother 
a native of Pennsylvania. His was an honored parent- 
age. It is a great inheritance to come of noble and 
worthy lineage. The subject of this sketch was bom in 
Alton April 5th, 1843. His entire life was spent in the 
city of his birth. His career was an open book, known 
and read by all his fellow citizens. He was educated in 
the public schools and early entered upon an active busi- 
ness career. His education did not end with his school 
days. He was a man of fine natural abilities and had a 
thirst for knowledge. A student all his life, his range 
of reading was wide and varied. He took special interest 
in economic and financial affairs and their relation to 
business conditions. An entertaining conversationalist he 
had also a natural gift for oratory. Often called upon to 
address public assemblies he was listened to with interest 
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and profit, being clear and logical in expressing his views 
on almost any topic that engaged the attention of his 
fellow mien. He was a friend of education and he favored 
all projects to raise the public standard of morals and en- 
lightenment. Illustrative of his interest in these ques- 
tions were his efforts to establish and maintain the Piasa 
Bluffs Chautauqua, of which association he was a direc- 
tor for many years. 

Although not seeking public office, Mr. Armstrong was, 
for several terms, a member of the city council, giving 
his time and labors in unstinted measure to the upbuild- 
ing of the city of his birth and loyal affection. He also 
served as a member of various public commissions, at- 
tended conventions at Washington and elsewhere in the 
interest of river improvement of which he was a warm 
advocate. Prominent as a manufacturer and business 
man, he also devoted much time to scientific horticulture 
and floriculture on his beautiful estate in the suburbs of 
the city. 

Mr. Armstrong was a life-long opponent of slavery, 
even in days when to express sentiments adverse to the 
** divine institution*^ was to invite ostracism and loss of 
business patronage. He imbibed strong anti-slavery 
switiments from his mother in early childhood and car- 
ried his principles fearlessly into manhood. He was a 
devoted admirer of the career of the heroic anti-slavery 
martyr, Elijah P. Lovejoy, and was indefatigable, for 
miany years in efforts to interest the people in the erec- 
tion of a suitable memorial in honor of the hero's devo- 
tion and sacrifice. At length his efforts and those of his 
associates in that worthy cause were crowned with suc- 
cess. He was vice president of the association which, 
through the generosity of the State of Illinois and citi- 
zens of Alton, erected the splendid monument in the city 
cemetery which has become a Mecca to pilgrims from all 
over the land. He turned the first spadeful of earth on 
the site of the monument and watched its progress from 
foundation stone to the winged statue of Victory which 



139 

crowns its apex. When he was himself laid to rest in the 
same cemetery the directors of the association were his 
honorary pall bearers. 

In religious views Mr. Armstrong was an adherent of 
the Methodist denomination, an almost life-long member 
of that church, a liberal contributor to its benevolences 
and a faithful supporter of its ordinances ; a kind neigh- 
bor, a devoted husband and father and a generous friend 
of the poor and needy. The great throng which attended 
his obsequies attested the public appreciation of his 
worth. His fellow citizens were poorer for his death, but 
the example of his life survives and remains a stimulus 
to high endeavor. The lesson of his life will long be 
cherished in loving memory — ^not only by those nearest 
and dearest by the ties of kindred and friendship, bur 
by the whole community. 

Mr. Armstrong was peculiarly happy in his domestic 
relations. He was married in 1867 to Mary E. Parker 
who survived him until September 11, 1911. He also left 
a daughter. Miss. Mary TJ. Armstrong, and two sons, Prof. 
W. D and Paul D. Armstrong. The Armstrong family 
has been distinguished through generations for its musi- 
cal talent. Miss Katherine, a sister of William, was for 
many years the head of the musical department of Monti- 
cello seminary, and the older son, Prof. W. D. Armstrong, 
has won an international reputation as a musician and 
composer. He is also the head of the famous Armstrong 
School of Music in Alton. 

The last days of William Armstrong were fraught with 
suffering and weariness. He became a victim of a throat 
trouble which prostrated him for months before the end 
came. He died in Chicago while under treatment for his 
grievous malady. Throughout his long illness he was 
brave and patient, sustained by an unfaltering trust in 
the Almighty arm. When he knew he was dying his last 
words to his loving wife were: **It is all right. '^ And 
thus entered fearlessly the valley of shadows. 



